) At present there remains a difficulty in accessing these records, as they are still deemed to be 'working records'5 and, therefore, covered by section 8 (2) of the 1986 National Archives Act that effectively excludes from the terms of the act records over thirty years old that continue to be working records or which contain information that might cause 'distress or danger to living persons on the grounds that they contain information about individuals, or would or might be likely to lead to damages for defamation '.6 However, as this article is primarily concerned with land division and what can perhaps be best described as the lost politics of independent Ireland, it should be emphasised that access to the Land Commission records was not deemed essential to its completion. While the Land Commission records are a veritable goldmine in their own right, their inaccessibility should not be regarded as precluding research on the whole issue of the land question after 1922. Fortunately, there is a rich vein of other records presently in the public domain that, for the purposes of the present study, is more than ample compensation.
In July 1922 a government spokesman wrote that 'The completion of the land acts is the most earnest concern of the Government of Ireland. As soon as internal affairs are sufficiently stable to warrant a step forward, measures will be taken to settle finally the land question." However, by January 1923, after six further months of civil war, it was recognised within government circles that, in fact, the final settlement of the land question through legislation could possibly be a major step towards the restoration of law and order.8 Given the historical precedents since the 1880s of defusing agrarianism with land legislation, this response was perhaps predictable in light of the dramatic growth in agrarian crime during 1922 that was, rightly or wrongly, predominantly associated in the popular perception with the activities of the anti-treaty faction, who were accused of rallying support in the localities by exploiting traditionally emotive agrarian grievances. This was particularly true of the west, from where Colonel Maurice Moore wrote a revealing letter to the Minister for Defence in May 1922: The anti-Treaty politicians and I.R.A. finding themselves in a hopeless minority, have adopted a policy very dangerous to the country and to the present ministry, though it has not been openly avowed. They are now making a bid for support through an agrarian movement.9
The following December, Patrick Hogan, the influential Minister for Agriculture, told his parliamentary colleagues that he felt the anti-treatyites were attempting to make up lost ground by becoming involved in widespread landgrabbing: 'It would have the advantage of being much more popular, in fact quite in the best traditions. The "land for the people" is almost as respectable an objective as the "republic" and would make a much wider appeal.'10 Hogan had his finger very firmly on the rural pulse. While land and political issues had traditionally been inextricably entwined in Ireland, it was arguably land issues that had provided the momentum to political movements rather than vice versa. For the majority of people living in rural Ireland, access to land continued to be a possibly more desirable commodity than independence, and the Anglo-Irish treaty of 1921 had made no provision for the completion of land purchase or the redistribution of large untenanted estates. Since 1917 agrarianism had arguably been fuelled by revolutionary activity; but it was by no means dependent upon it. Rural social conditions remained such that another phase of agrarianism was probably imminent even if a home rule parliament had been put in place. The unwillingness of some landlords to sell their tenanted estates and then the suspension of land purchase during the First World War meant that there remained 114,000 unpurchased tenants. Of perhaps more concern were the 295,566 uneconomic occupiers of one to thirty acres (plus a further 112,787 occupiers of less than one acre) who looked jealously upon the 33,400 holdings of over 100 acres. These large holdings comprised in total around 7.3 million The Enforcement of Law Act was passed to undo the paralysis that had adversely affected the executive machinery of the courts. It was intended to tackle those 'people taking advantage of the political and national situation, withholding payment to their neighbour for value received, withholding money due in various forms, whether through debts, rents, Land Commission annuities, or in any other form'.19 With bailiffs granted increased powers, landlords began to resort to the courts to have their rents paid. This put the new government in an invidious position; it could hardly be seen to favour the old landed class over the new order. If landlords were granted the opportunity to press for arrears or evict their tenants, the new government was likely to be accused of being no different to British governments in the past.
In January 1923 the first tentative steps had been taken towards the formulation of a new land bill as a matter of 'importance and urgency'.20 Agrarian grievances could only be addressed by the completion of land purchase and the compulsory acquisition and attendant redistribution of lands. Ostensibly the government recognised the precarious nature of its position and, knowing that legislation promising to complete land purchase and initiate compulsory land acquisition and redistribution might negate the popular support of the republicans and initiate a return to law and order, determined to press ahead with the introduction of a land bill.
If this land bill was to solve the land question in Ireland once and for all, it should have been very carefully formulated. It possibly was not -and this observation is not intended as a reflection upon the abilities or intentions of those who formulated it but rather upon the extreme complexities of the issues with which the bill had to deal and which would have required much longer than a few months' deliberation and planning (although, of course, few bills are actually afforded such a luxury). While Hogan was aware that it was unlikely to be the last land bill introduced to the Dail,2l he hardly envisaged it would be followed by a dozen or so more over a forty-year period. It seems that the socio-political climate of the time dictated that it would have to be pushed through before the impending general election on 27 August 1923. In the aftermath of the Land Purchase and Arrears Conference of 10-11 April that had been established in an attempt to negotiate common ground between landlords and tenants, Hogan had announced to the government the mood of a significant proportion of the electorate: They [the tenant representatives] informed the landlords in all moods and tenses that a great change had come; that they [the landlords] were now in a small minority, and an unpopular minority; that they [the tenants] could take the land from them for nothing if they wished; that the people meant to have the land cheaply, and that if the present Within the last year, under cover of activities against the Government, men have gone out in an entirely selfish, wilful and criminal spirit to seize land by the strong hand, or by the hand which they thought was strong ... [I will urge] on the Minister for Agriculture from my department, that the people who go out in that spirit, who go out in the defiance of the law and in defiance of the Parliament to press their claims by their own violence and their own illegalities be placed definitely outside the benefits of this Bill.23
Daiil rhetoric during the debate astutely emphasised that the introduction of the bill marked the end of the agrarian revolution, the beginning of which was dated, with some justification, to 1870. In many respects, deputies from all parties were attempting to create something of a legacy for themselves: they, the first constituent members of a national parliament since the passing of the Act of Union, would, as one deputy forcefully put it, 'dispose of the last remnant of Irish landlordism'.24
On 8 August 1923 President W. T. Cosgrave introduced a special resolution to both houses of the Oireachtas:
.. during the last two or three years a good deal of dislocation of the ordinary administration has been attributable to the land agitation ... This is a Bill on which the maximum amount of agreement has been brought to bear by all the parties to it ... But I think the general consensus of opinion in the Oireachtas and in the country is that the measure is one that will go far towards making for much more peaceful conditions and much more ordered conditions and for greater security and greater stability than perhaps any other measure we have had under consideration here. We consider that the public peace is ensured by the passing of this Bill.25
Cosgrave's speech was strongly suggestive of the fact that the bill would have a more salutary effect than even the Public Safety (Emergency Powers) Acts passed the same month.26 The introduction of such a special resolution could have caused a great deal more controversy than it did had its terms not specifically excluded the bill from the referendum clause of genesis of the new state, or more particularly in the consolidation of the Cumann na nGaedheal party as the party of government? If the referendum clause was not bypassed, the bill could technically have been suspended for ninety days, which would have given landlords the time to follow through on the thousands of writs that allegedly had been processed during the previous months. This could possibly have had disastrous electoral consequences for the government in the general election fixed for 27 August. Back in April, Hogan had urged upon Cosgrave the necessity of an immediate introduction of the land bill before landlords began to issue writs for arrears of rent that would cause 'a very big row'.28 If the bill was enacted, all arrears of rent up to the final gale day in 1920 would be immediately cancelled, all those accruing from that gale day to the one preceding the passing of the act would be compounded at 75 per cent of the total, and no proceedings against tenants for the recovery of arrears could be begun or continued after the passing of the act. It therefore made good political sense to have it enacted before the general election.
The special resolution was passed by both houses and the 1923 land bill passed into law on the following day, 9 August.29 In the long term, this act and those which followed would redesign the social structure of Irish rural society; in the short term, it contributed to the return to more peaceful ways in the Irish countryside at least as much as any other legislative measure introduced by the Free State government in the first eight months of 1923.
II
The 1923 Land Act has primarily been associated with the completion of land purchase that had been begun by the British land purchase acts.30 It was, however, much more significant than a mere facilitator of the completion of land purchase. In its very ambitious attempt to solve the land question once and for all, it gave the newly constituted Land Commission31 powers to carry out the compulsory acquisition and redistribution of land. It recognised that the completion of land purchase was only one stage in the solving of the land question; the other stage, which was much more complex and would remain intractable, was the relief of congestion.
Post-independence agrarian grievances were underpinned by the prevalence of uneconomic farms throughout the country. Traditionally there has been a sense that these farms were concentrated almost exclusively along the western seaboard or in the so-called 'congested districts areas' that had been designated Thus no other state body was as important to rural Ireland as the reconstituted Land Commission. After 1923 it became the principal agent of social engineering in modern Ireland, and it may not be an exaggeration to claim that its impact on Irish rural society was matched only by that of the Catholic church. The commission had two main functions: first, to complete the transfer of tenanted lands by providing state funds for the purpose of vesting these holdings in the tenant purchasers as owners in fee simple subject to terminable land purchase annuities; second, to divide and redistribute land through the acquisition of untenanted estates (and later on holdings resumed from those who had purchased under previous land acts) and their division into appropriate parcels among selected allottees, either for the enlargement of uneconomic holdings or for the provision of new holdings for persons specified as being entitled to the same under the Free State / Irish Republic land acts.
In respect of the completion of the transfer of proprietorship, the sheer scale of the financial burden that the 1923 act placed upon the state and its willingness to carry that burden is stark evidence of the perceived importance of the land question to contemporaries. In May 1923 Patrick Hogan estimated that it was going to cost the state up to £30 million to complete land purchase at a time when the country was 'only just emerging from an atmosphere of unreason and irresponsibility'.33 This money could only be raised through a loan from the British government.34 In a Ddil speech in 1925 Hogan put the scale of the operation into perspective for his fellow T.D.s: It is an enormous loan, when compared with ordinary development, say, with the development of the Shannon, a gigantic scheme, but at the outset which is only going to cost about five million pounds. Thirty million pounds for land purchase is a very expensive matter, very much more expensive than any other.35
As it happened, the completion of land purchase and division under the 1923 act cost considerably more. Professor David Seth Jones, whose recent work on land reform in independent Ireland has begun to challenge traditional doctrine, I ... think it is wrong that too much emphasis is put on the information given to a Land Commission inspector by people other than the applicant. There is a tendency on the part of everybody whose job it is to get information to go to a neighbour for information about a particular person. This is wrong. The applicant should be allowed to make his own case and to stand or fall on that case. Let him look for recommendations if he wants to but let' us not have the situation where some of his neighbours who do not like him can put in a 'spoke' to try to prevent him from getting something to which he is morally entitled. constituencies that was founded on numerical strength. Socio-economic and cultural objectives were, therefore, very much tied to a land policy whose key aims were: to settle as many families as was practicable on the land; to keep them there (as aspired to in the 1937 constitution) in economic security and free from privation; to maintain economic self-sufficiency through a tillage programme that was suited to a small-farm economy (which by extension meant getting rid of the graziers); and to promote the type of idyllic rural culture as espoused by de Valera.
By the early 1930s, essentially because of competition for votes, Fianna Fail cumainn and Cumann na nGaedheal / Fine Gael clubs were organising their members and presenting applications on their behalf to the Land Commission. Most of the preliminary inquiries about future estate divisions were probably made discreetly at political gatherings, in the local pubs and political clinics, at funerals, weddings and a variety of other local community events. These organisations then kept a close eye on developments, particularly when an inspector arrived in an area. The establishment of clubs and cumainn gave a formal structure to the lobbying process. In many ways Cumann na nGaedheal rhetoric on the 1923 Land Act had been much more revolutionary in its expressed intent than was the actual process of acquisition and redistribution of lands during its term of office. Compulsory acquisition was not to apply to certain categories of property: lands purchased under previous land purchase acts or at that stage subject to a prior purchase agreement that had not been finalised; lands which were residential or formed part of a demesne, home farm,66 park, garden or pleasure ground; untenanted lands purchased under the 1869 Irish Church Act for less than £2,000; untenanted lands which had potential as building ground; lands held in trust for the state or government departments; and, finally, glebe lands which were in the occupation of 'ecclesiastical persons'.
The exceptions, in theory at least, benefited to some extent the remnants of the old landed class, allowing them to retain the trappings of demesne lands and the untenanted lands which some of them had sold and repurchased under the terms of the 1903 Irish Land Act. These safeguards were undoubtedly a gesture to the British government; in 1925 Patrick Hogan had told the Ddiil that the British government, during negotiations regarding the financing of the act, had 'made no secret that they have the interests of the landlords at heart'.67 The 1923 act made two further significant exceptions: untenanted lands which were stud farms and 'untenanted land which is intermingled with woodland . . . the acquisition of which would be detrimental to the preservation of woodland and to the interests of forestry' could not be acquired.68 Few of the great houses in Ireland did not have demesnes which had untenanted lands intermingled with woodland.
Regarding stud farms, this exception was understandable at the time, for the equine and horseracing industry was growing in importance and the government was well aware of the need to continue to promote it. But this exclusion also offered an opportunity to many of the great landowners of the past to continue to hold on to untenanted lands by establishing stud farms. In some cases these stud farms operated in name only; in other cases they were quite successful. well over half a century, readers will search in vain in all the standard textbooks for anything more than the most cursory reference to it.103 The type of agrarian violence that had characterised pre-independence Ireland may have dissipated after 1923; however, social unrest was never far below the surface as rural society remained in a state of continual flux where some people lived with the hope that the government, through the working of the Land Commission, would improve their social and economic situation by giving them more land, while others lived with the fear and the insecurity that the commission might compulsorily acquire their land. Thus the continued hunger for land in independent Ireland, allied to the impact of land acquisition and division on so many people, ensured that the land reform question remained one of the most potent political issues at both local and national level right up to the early 1980s. Very often it led to political success or determined political demise.
While the merging of the land question with the national question in the nineteenth century guaranteed the former a pivotal position in Irish historiography up to independence, it remarkably has not featured in the historiography of the post-independence era. In the light of the evidence presented here, it would make for an interesting study to examine how this came to be, although, as stated in the introduction, one suspects that the anomalous position of the Irish Land Commission records and the difficulty in gaining access to these is to a large degree responsible.104 
